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FREE ENCOUNTERS
GIVING FORM TO THE INFORMAL WORKPLACE
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The Office as a solely economic construct is no more. Its utility as a facilitator of 
productivity and capital gain fails to translate in the age of a society built upon 
the idea of interaction. Through the aid of technology, the millennial workers 
transition from the college campus to the office has become more seamless and 
in that paradigm shift we’ve begun to find a blurring of public and private space. 
The millennial worker turned freelancers life exist now as a traversal between 
place and space. Moving between places within an urban grid to satisfy the goal 
of being successful in their individual endeavor. There exist a largely social and 
collaborative nature to the way that modern work is done. As a result, the spaces 
in which work is truly conducted has evolved and taken on a character of their 
own. The modern day workplace can stand to evolve towards this new character 
of work environments and be an architectural instrument of informal meaningful 
connections. 
1. “a room, set of rooms, or building used 
as a place for commercial, professional, or 
bureaucratic work.”
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This  thesis  aims  to create  a  co-working spaces that serves to formalise the informalities 
of the modern workplace that provides a centralized space and programmatic elements 
for the collaboration and growth of small businesses. 
The design methodology of this Thesis will be both meticulous and collaborative. Gauging 
user tendencies through focus groups and survey’s while exploring the design of the 
workplace at multiple scales. Through the employment of Mie’s van der Rohe’s ideas of 
reverse planning and universal space, this thesis begins to work from the scale of the 
furniture and gradually progress through the scales of the room, the floor plate and finally 
the building. In order to test the basis to which we define our work environment, I’ll look 
to the scale of the furniture to understand the difference between the ergonomics and 
the aesthetics of the modern work surface. 
AIMS & METHODS
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The idea of reverse planning has its origins in Mies Van Der Rohe’s plan for the IIT 
campus. Its organization on the 24’ x 24’ grid allowed Mies to work from the scale 
of the furniture to delineate the boundary of the room to the enclosure, to the 
campus. 
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Increasingly we see a growing trend towards entrepreneurship within the United 
States. Small business makes up 99.7 % of the U.S economy with the technology sector 
constituting 43% of that large stake. Tech companies have become the champion for the 
small business owner. Publicly encouraging a new age of millennials to go out and make 
it on their own. However, the current landscape of the United States does not have the 
infrastructure to support this self-empowered working class. 
<?php
function live(){
  function work(){
  $work = $money;
  $money = $work;
  }
return die();
}
?>
TECHNOLOGY
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With the increasing amount of small business owners and the decreasing amount of 
rentable office space, the modern freelancer is left to navigate the urban grid conducting 
formal work task in informal work environments. Café’s, networking events, business 
clubs, these are all pivotal constructs that contribute to the modern freelancer’s success.  
The co-working space has emerged as a new understanding of the workplace 
cohabitation and a progenitor of interaction based design. Instead of sharing a workspace 
with coworkers of a singular company, rentable office space is shared in an open floor 
environment where communal amenities and workspaces are monetized on a monthly 
membership basis. At its core, the co-working space exist in order to have a set home 
base to meet clients and build businesses. 
CO-WORKING SPACES
CREATIVE
COVERAGE
COMMERCE
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What I find most interesting about this collaborative work environment is not the faux 
aesthetics or textures of the spaces or even the controversial nature of our now 24/7 
society. Rather, my interest lies in its long-term effect on the way workplaces are designed 
& the creation of relationships stimulated by the creativity and spatial use of the workplace. 
CO-WORKING SPACES
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WHY CO-WORKING?
Pro’s Con’s
Technology has created a new class of workers not defined or constrained by 
place. For the nomadic worker turned small business owner, networking is key. 
The co-working environment provides an open framework for the startup and 
small business entrepreneurs to communicate and grow their businesses.
NETWORKING
LOW COST
NOISE
DISTRACTIONS
COMPETITIONCREATIVITY
COMMUNITY
LACK OF HIERARCHY
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PREFACE
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Year after year  growth of co-working spaces has been rapid. Globally present and 
culturally relevant, co-working spaces have reinvented the notion of collaborative 
working. Currently these spaces exist as satellite locales in the urban landscape 
where the spaces are leased and renovated for their designated use. Looking 
specifically at Manhattan, New York, the pricing structure is varied depending on 
location within the urban fabric. WeWork a pioneer in the realm of co-working has 
taken the office landscape of prime markets such as NYC by storm. The spaces 
cater to users of varying disciplines looking to find affordable office space in the city. 
 sta·tus 
/ˈstādəs,ˈstadəs/
1. “the position of affairs at a particular 
time, especially in political or commercial 
contexts.”
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MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
$3000
$650
$950
$550
$950
$2200
$1000
$2000
$750
$800
40.7903° N, 73.9597° W
Avg Lease Price: $71.02/sf  or $5918/mo
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SPARK LABS
WEWORK: CHARGING BULL
Offic Price: $550/mo
Offic Price: $650/mo
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WEWORK: 42ND STREET
COWORK RS
Offic Price: $750/mo
Offic Price: $800/mo
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WEWORK: WEST BROADWAY
WEWORK: CHELSEA
Offic Price: $950/mo
Offic Price: $950/mo
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Offic Price: $1000/mo
Offic Price: $2000/mo
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ALLEY NYC
GRIND HOUSE
Offic Price: $2200/mo
Offic Price: $3000/mo
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As a progressive economic solution, co-working spaces are marketed as whimsical, 
fun and flexible workspaces for the small business owner. However in reality they are 
faux representations of their more refined counterparts. Architecturally the co-working 
space layers textures more generally associated with the aesthetics of residential design. 
Furniture, fixtures, and equipment epitomize the key design elements in the space. Most 
elements could be categorized in terms of privacy, utility, and recreation. The primary use 
of these elements is to present the co-working space as an extension of the most private 
and intimate space in one’s life, the home. Tapping into the trend of resi-inspired office 
design makes it easier to acclimate professionals to this new form of work environment.
TEXTURE & AESTHETIC
PRIVACY UTILITY RECREATION
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PART I
33
“Place is evidently an integral part of existence ...something more than abstract 
location...a totality made up of concrete things having material substance, shape, 
texture and colour.” Christian Norberg Schulz’ Phenomenon of Place seeks 
to understand what defines a place as opposed to a space. Differentiations 
between outside and inside. Relationships between figure and field. Its serves 
to setup an understanding for the ways in which architecture can understand 
its role in transforming the state of being of space to the environmental 
character of place. To understand where we’re going we must understand where 
we’ve come from. Looking back at the historical paradigms of workplace and 
its evolution to the negative connotation of the modern day office, we can 
understand how the modern day workplace can be created.
place
/plās/
1. “a portion of space available or 
designated for or being used by someone.”
34
Our understanding of the office has a certain connotation with that of modern America. 
Cubicles and conference rooms, all formally segmented and understood as places in 
which work is conducted. However historically the office was a more informal meeting 
environment. Tracing back to 18th Century London, administrative leaders would meet 
in coffee houses or at the home of a member to discuss and plan the following day’s 
business. Typically the owners would live above the coffee house and employ the clerks 
that work within. The advantage being the close proximity of the work to the home with 
the disadvantage being the lack of relief between work life and home life.
The more formal work environment arrived with the expansion of the East India 
Company. The East India House was one of the first largely bureaucratic office spaces 
dedicated to the administrative and economic success of the East India Trading company.
18TH CENTURY
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INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
As time progressed the industrial revolution brought about innovation in the advent of 
steel structural techniques. Steel frame construction and the invention of the elevator, 
allowed for much larger building heights. It allowed for business to expand vertically 
without changing their lateral building footprint. In terms of real estate this meant the 
value of any particular parcel of land increased immensely and the amount of employees 
located in a single building increased dramatically. Thus Skyscrapers begun to arise and 
the vertical office space took shape.
37
38
OPEN PLAN
With Steel frame construction the building floor plate was no longer bound to the 
column grid of old.  Structural cores and steel facades allowed for large open floor plates 
in which various configurations of office layout could be deployed. However over time 
the rectilinear configurations were challenged by theories of organic clusters based on 
scientific research in human interaction. The result being a seemingly random amalgam of 
desk on a completely open floor plan.
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CUBED
Even with the new found spatial freedom, office spaces were still productivity driven. 
Responses to the open floor plan were mixed. Culturally used to the seclusion of private 
offices, users struggled with the over saturation of visual and auditory noise. Productivity 
started to wane so the need for vertical partitions arose. Herman Miller’s action office 
started a trend in modular desk systems. The aim was to simulate private offices in an 
open plan environment.  The modularity allowed for various configurations and started a 
trend in movable thresholds. 
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PRESENT DAY 
The office space continued to evolve. With the success of the action office, came a 
need for increased production. “It turned out that companies had no interest in creating 
autonomous environments for their “human performers.” Instead, they wanted to stuff as 
many people in as small a space for as cheaply as possible as quickly as possible”  Soon 
the negative connotation of the 9 to 5 came to be. Proponents of the hot desk office 
have again claimed the increased productivity of having a partition less office. Empirical 
evidence however has markedly disproved that theory which leaves us in an odd spot. If 
the cubicle decreases user wellbeing and the open plan has no benefit, what constitutes a 
successful workplace.
Open PlanLow PartitionHigh Partition1977 Workspace Dissatisfaction
2013 Sound Privacy Disatisfaction
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ENCLOSED PRIVATE
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ENCLOSED SHARED
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OPEN: HIGH PARTITION
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OPEN: LOW PARTITION
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OPEN: NO PARTITION
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The creation of “place” starts with the adaptation of space. As exemplified before, the 
blank spatial canvas is transformed through the use of texture and aesthetic. Worldly 
elements such as contexts and light can be used to facilitate the creation of a particular 
atmosphere in the space. Definition of space and transformation into place occurs in the 
placement of familiar elements within the undefined space. Furniture, fixtures, equipment, 
they all encompass a certain connotation as to the ways in which one can and should 
interact with them. In that pre-determined understanding the modern day worker is 
limited in his/her ability to truly evolve the ways they work and diversify the surfaces 
on which work activities occur. The advantages of developing a truly collaborative 
co-working space would be the ability to architecturally formalize the informal office 
elements. 
PLACE? 
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PART II
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In describing the phenomenon of place, Schulz dissects George Trakl’s “A Winter 
Evening” to understand place as it relates to dwelling. Picking up on the distinction 
between outside and inside, Schulz projects an understanding of “inside” as a “...
house, which offers man shelter and security by being enclosed and “well provided”. 
However this thesis asserts that if place is a static destination then space can also 
be understood as the movement within that place that manifest itself by the way of 
sequences and trajectories. With this diverse set of users and office space design 
typically being tailored to a specific client, spatial familiarity becomes key. The 
WeWork model is to design with the relatable through line of the residential home. 
Something architecturally and aesthetically familiar enough that it makes the transition 
from the typical office environment to this new office home hybrid more seamless. 
space
/spās/
1. “a continuous area or expanse 
that is free, available, or unoccupied.”
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The living room is by definition, a room in the home for general and informal everyday 
use.  It is the most ubiquitous space of every home and is as versatile as the user 
inhabiting it. Its relationship to the workspace and subsequent use is exactly its definition. 
The living room or lounge is the space one goes to complete informal task. Send emails, 
research materials, or perhaps just take a break. However it is experienced in two ways, 
micro oases and first points of entry into the office space. As the introductory node into 
the workspaces it serves to aesthetically soften the transition from home to office. It puts 
the most comfortable element of the home as the first element that the nomadic worker 
is greeted with thus relating their current place to their most familiar place and making the 
workspace more inviting.
OASES & ENTRY
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As the first point of entry in the workplace, the Lounge/Living Room is a hub for static 
and fluid social interaction. Passing conversation or stationary meeting occur in this 
space. In a co-working environment, a remote connection to satellite team members can 
happen in the home or in the workplace. However in the workplace their remains a need 
for privacy of telecommunication, a place where one can digitally communicate with their 
team without the noise and publicity of the lounge area. This presents opportunities for 
architectural innovation in the realm of private digital meeting rooms.
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The kitchen as it relates to the residence is a node of housework that is created through a 
sequence of actions and elements. The transitions between each element in the kitchen 
represents  an action. In the realm of the residence each action is tied to a sense of 
accountability and cleanliness. The surfaces in the spaces have a tactile quality that relates 
to the sterility, durability and elevation of materials. In application to the  workplace, the 
Kitchen/Pantry and its associated actions and surfaces create behavioral interaction  
based on the unique sequencing of the differing users.
ACTIONS & ELEMENTS
A A
RESIDENCE VS. WORKSPACE
B B
C
Sink Sink
Counter Counter
Clean CleanMix Prep
Serve ChatStorage Storage
Range Fridge FridgeMicro-wave C
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In the workspace the actions and sequences 
contained within the pantry are unique 
to every user and augmented depending 
on the availability of the spaces elements. 
Overlaps in these unique sequences create 
intersections that present opportunities for 
organic social interaction. 
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Privacy as it relates to meeting rooms is usually thought of as a room delineated by walls. 
However, if we look to examples of the areas in which intimate conversation happens in 
the home we understand their proximity to circulation areas and points of entry. Parlor 
rooms situated adjacent to a foyer where one casually circulates through or around the 
space is translatable to a sitting area situated directly near an entrance or circulation 
zone. The constant flow of users presumably having their own conversation in the midst 
of a transition from one space to another creates auditory barriers. Just as effective as a 
physical wall.
AUDITORY BARRIERS
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One universal factor of millenial workers workspace is personalization. From the residence 
to the workplace one tends to tailor their work area to the way that they work. In the 
home it’s the study, the private zone that contains the workers entire toolset needed 
to conduct work activities. As the worker embarks on the journey to the office, their 
toolset is subsidized and digitized into the technology used to work and as one enters the 
workspace the proximity to their creative toolset is more readily accessible.
PERSONALIZED SPACE
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The subsidized tool that exist to facilitate the mobility of the  millenial worker is the laptop. 
Its exterior is a blank canvas that overtime begins to exude the character of the user. 
In the realm of the digital the desktop exist as a workspace tailored to the tendencies 
of the user. One becomes directly connected and in control of their own digital toolset. 
Now project this into the physical and the co-working space programmatically presents 
opportunities for specific spaces tailored to professional practice with direct access to the 
creative toolset. 
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Material libraries, workshops and fabrication shops are all examples of toolsets needed 
by professionals utilizing the amenities of the co-working environment. The Co-working 
environment as it currently stands works well for professional of the aforementioned 
commerce or coverage class. Professionals whose worth is measured primarily in their 
verbal and written prowess or perhaps their business acumen. The creative professional 
differs in the fact that their line of work can sometimes require creative and extensive 
mastery of the tectonics of object or the use of various materials and mediums.  From 
that understanding their specific workspaces within the workplace would engage quite 
heavily in the materiality of the object. From another perspective the variety in tools used 
requires surfaces and volumes directly dedicated to storage and display. Transparencies 
and perforation will be key to the spaces utility.
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GARDEN LANDSCAPE
RESIDENCE WORKSPACE
Delving further into the dissection of “A Winter Evening”, Schulz describes the phenomenon 
of outside space as comprising natural as well as manmade elements. The most organic 
use of space as it pertains to informal work environment can be observed in the use of 
public plazas throughout the day. Urban spaces that become activated and characterized 
by the users inhabiting it. “We may distinguish [space] between two uses: space as three 
dimensional geometry, and space as a perceptual field.  How does the positioning and 
workflow of the user change when the in which they interact with informally take on 
a more fomral use? What does this imply for the future of the modern day workplace?
OUTSIDE
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PART III
93
For Schulz, “Trakl’s poem illuminates some essential phenomena of our life-world, 
and in particular the basic properties of place.” Building upon Schulzs’ understanding 
of “A Winter Evening” as it relates to place and space, this thesis will begin to 
project the future of the workplace. A place that understands the informalities of 
our everyday life and works to formalize them in a meaningful and useful way. 
As this Thesis positions itself as a critique of the WeWork Design method, work 
areas and surfaces are meant to cater equally to everyone. However, my thesis 
contends that the WeWork design tactic of collective space does not truly reflect 
the spatial tendencies of millennial workers. As a result the spaces have yet to reach 
their full potential. Through the use of programmed circulation and specialized 
workspaces the office can begin to formalize our informal workplace interactions.
lo·cale
\lō-ˈkal\
1.  a place or locality especially when 
viewed in relation to a particular event or 
characteristic
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The co-working space as it stands 
today, finds itself most comonly 
housed in the high rise urban office 
tower. Floorplate after floorplate of 
collective space stacked in a way 
thatdraws no relation of the space 
below to the space above. As a result 
the main promise of the co-working 
office, the increase in networking 
opportunites is not fully realised. The 
lack of relationship between lower 
and upper floor plates of work areas 
leaves a well of connections, and 
possible encouters unrealised.
WHAT’S NOT WORKING
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There’s something to be said for the 
idea of working with others outside 
of your discipline. However, what if 
the colleagues and professionals in 
your field were directly your counter 
parts? If you needed a computer 
programmer you new exactly where 
to find him. If you needed a financial 
assistant he was just down the hall 
next to the hedge fund investor 
and the insurance consultant. The 
strength of having collective space 
designated for specific industry 
professionals creates mini-networks 
nested in a larger ecosystem of 
professionals that allows communal 
space to be the melting pot of 
connections, Circulation becomes 
the dynamic piece that serves to 
bring varying disciplines together in a 
more dynamic way.
CO-WORKING REDEFINED
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This thesis manifest itself as a juxtaposition of the old and the new. To that aim my thesis 
situates itself a top the larger mass of the Starrett Lehigh building a historic landmark well 
known for its high profile tenants such as Martha Stewart, DSR & Ralph Lauren. The idea 
of programmed circulation becomes articulated throughout the building in a series of 
primary and secondary circulation. The Primary being a continuous pervasive mass that 
weaves through the column grid of the Starrett Lehigh building to produce commerce 
driven alcoves and vertical oriented gathering spaces. Secondary circulation masses begin 
to emerge as epicenters of the three main categories of freelancers. In my analysis of 
WeWork members and their tendencies I began to see a trend in the areas that certain 
members were using and its correlation to the work that they do. Looking deeper into the 
demographics of of WeWork spaces I began to see that most users can be categorized 
into three main disciplines. Creative, Commerce& Coverage. Categories that span the 
gambit of profession fields from Design to journalism and finally business. As the main 
focal points for my thesis I began to identify the main drivers for each category type. The 
qualities most important to their respective workspaces in an effort to create and extract 
formal strategies for the informal qualities of those environments. 
FORMAL INFORMALITIES
101
102
Locale as it pertains to this thesis aiming to create a progressive workplace is a key 
component to its success. The choice to situate the development in the heart of New 
York City was decided based on the cities growing investment in the idea of Co-Working 
spaces. The site located next to the future Hudson yards development aims to tap 
into to the area bustling with recreation, green space, and commercial amenities. The 
investment in the extension of key transportation lines as well as the proximity to pre-
established methods of transit make it a prime location for a development of this caliber.
STARRETT LEHIGH
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30th Street b/n 11th and 12th 
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
Site
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7
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Transportation
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Parks
Site
Galleries
Residential
Restaurants
Shopping
Hotels
Commercial
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In our everyday life we are constantly moving. Driving. Walking. Running. Our lives exist 
as a traversal between place and space. In those interim spaces exist some of our most 
organinc and meaningful encounters. This thesis looks to capatalize on the innate ability 
of circulation to be the hub of organinc encounters its always been. Within the housing of 
the Starrett Lehigh building it becomes a programmable function that allows for functional 
cross collaboration between disciplines.
CIRCULATION
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19 Stories
Height: 260’
650’190’
10 Stories
Height: 130’
400’190’
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Mini Commerce Zones
Programmed Circulation
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• Main Feature: Lecture Grandstand
• Main Drivers: Storage, Diplay, Fabrication
• ProfessionExamples: Design, Art and 
Entertainment
CREATIVE WORKSPACE
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WORKSPACE
• Lecture Grandstand 
that serves as the 
central gathering point 
for large scale lectures, 
demonstrations or 
screenings
• Rearside recording 
studio for both creative 
musical outlets as well as 
journalistic podcast.
• Flexible workspaces & 
furniture systems that 
cater directly to the end 
user and their preffered 
work environment.
• Each configuration has 
its on implicit path of 
circulation
Standing Workspace
Singular Workspace
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Work Area
Area of Movement
Tactile Production Zone
Personal Space Overlap
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Level 1
0' - 0"
Level 2
10' - 0"
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Collaborative Pinup Wall
Personal Display Wall
Storage Seating Combo
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Gallery Wall
• Custom wall panels adjacent to 
high traffic circulation zones. that 
create informal gallery spaces
116
Material Storage 
• Secondary Lecture seating housing dedicated 
material storage for creative users.
Tiered Seating
Material Storgae
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Mini-Commerce Zone
• Flexible storefront space for the display and 
sale of creative products
Enclosure
Flexible Storefront
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• Main Feature: Library Alcove
• Main Drivers: Mobility & Reach
• Profession: Online/Print Journalism
COVERAGE WORKSPACE
Living Lattice
Library Alcoves
HYBRID?KITCHEN PANTRY
?
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Auditorium Staircase
Coverage Workspace
Mini-Commerce Zones
Cafe Atrium
Living LatticeBar Workspace
WORKSPACE
• Articulated lattice 
structure that serves as 
multi-user library alcove 
and spatial stitching
• Cafe style seating with 
structural support for 
longterm work
• Recording studio for both 
creative musical outlets 
as well as journalistic 
podcast
• Overhanging mini-
commerce zones
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ELEVATED FLOOR OUTLETS
DW
Prep Area
 Conference Room 
Work Area
Aesthetic work surface
Personal Space Overlap
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ELEVATED FLOOR OUTLETS
Prep Storage Informal Meeting Zone
Elevated Floor Outlets
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Chesterfield Lounge
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• Main Feature: Meeting Staircase
• Main Drivers: Privacy & Movement
• Profession Examples: Accounting, Consulting, 
Brokerage
COMMERCE WORKSPACE
Conversational Meeting Area
Large Scale Meeting Area
Small Scale Meeting Area
HYBRID?
?
HOME OFFICE PRIVATE OFFICE
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• Multi-story conference 
staircase with 
programmed landing for 
circulatory meeting areas
• Varied sized conference 
rooms with slatted 
enclosure for increased 
privacy at all angles
• Exterior Food truck 
market 
• Each configuration has 
its own sf of privacy
WORKSPACE
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Rooftop Food Truck Market
Pin Column Structure
Food Truck Service Area
Drive in Food Truck Canopy
Private Office Space
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Together these elements start to populate the floor plate in a way that creates a 
neighborhood that encompasses all the informal elements of the modern freelancers’ 
life and brings them into the realm of the workplace that creates and ecosystem 
working to facilitate the growth of enterprise. Circulation throughout the space 
becomes expressed as each individual work area attributes with it, its own implied 
circulation path and the expression of static and accelerated movement through 
the thinness of line weights highlights the speed of movement between moments 
of programmed circulation. Vertically you begin to see how these elements start 
to deploy themselves throughout the project and create unique workspaces that 
connected by the primary circulation mass and livened by these formalized informal 
elements. Together they come to create the next step in the informal workplace. 
One that looks to identify the specific user types and creates the infrastructure and 
architecture that will create meaningful connections and position them for greater 
success.  
suc·cess
/səkˈses/
1.  the favorable or prosperous 
termination of attempts or endeavors; 
the accomplishment of one’s goals.
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